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LUTHERAN TRADITION: FIVE CONTINUING THEMES 
Walter R. Bouman 
Lutherans are "a decent, humble people," says Garrison 
Keillor, the Lutheran church's best known apologete. And 
they may have much to be humble about. In the USA, 
Lutherans are in the middle of the middle class, with lower 
average incomes than Presbyterians, Episcopalians, and 
members of the United Church of Christ, higher average 
incomes than Baptists, Pentecostals, and members of 
holiness churches. Only 12% of Lutherans are college 
graduates (compared with 34% for Episcopalians), but they 
have a high respect for college education. 1 My assignment 
is to describe the Lutheran theological tradition for college 
faculty members at colleges related to the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America. 
I propose to carry out my assignment by addressing what I 
believe to be the most important theological commitments of 
the Lutheran tradition. It is impossible to tell the complex 
story of the Lutheran theological tradition in the course of 
one lecture. 2 What might help to make the task manageable 
is Alasdair Maclntyre's description of a tradition. 
When an institution -- a university, say, or farm, or 
hospital-- is the bearer of a tradition of practice or 
practices, its common life will be partly, but in centrally 
important way, constituted by a continuous argument as to 
what a university is and ought to be or what good farming 
is or what good medicine is, Traditions, when vital, embody 
continuities of conflict. . . .  A living tradition then is an 
historically extended, socially embodied argument, and an 
argument, precisely in part about the goods which 
constitute that tradition.3 
I want to identify five themes4 which I believe are central to 
the Lutheran theological tradition. These themes embody 
the "continuity of conflict" which MacIntyre says constitutes 
a tradition. I cannot trace each of them throughout Lutheran 
history. But I can indicate their roots in the 16th century and 
something of the case that can be made for them today. 
These are themes about which Lutherans argue, for if 
Lutheranism is a living tradition, it is "an historically 
extended, socially embodied argument." But more than that, 
these themes identify the Lutheran voice in that argument 
which is the larger Christian tradition. Extending this point 
even farther, these themes are the way Lutherans are 
involved in the argument about what it means to be human. 
The colleges and universities related to the ELCA are special 
places where all threse arguments are -- or ought to be -­
vigorously taking place. 
I. The Lutheran Tradition is Biblical
Martin Luther (1463-1546) was a monumental figure in 
Western history, larger than life in his own life-time. He is 
of great importance to the Lutheran tradition, but he is not 
the founder of a religious institution in the sense in which, 
for example, Mary Baker Eddy is the founder of the Church 
of Christ, Scientist. He died excommunicated, 5 before there 
was a "Lutheran Church." If there is a "founding date" for 
the Lutheran Church it would be the Religious Peace of 
Augsburg of 1555.6 The text of this agreement for the 
nearly 250 political entities which made up the German 
"Holy Roman Empire" also indicates that the Augsburg 
Confession, not the theology of Martin Luther, is normative 
for the Lutheran Church. 
I I I I I I I I I I I I I I!+++++++++++++++++++++++ 
A living tradition then is an historically extended, 
socially embodied argument, and an argument, 
precisely in part about the goods which constitute that 
tradition. 
I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I l++++I I I I I I++++++++++ 
Nevertheless it is instructive to look briefly at the origins of 
the reform movement which eventually became the Lutheran 
Church. In 1515-16, the financial needs of the papacy, the 
imminent election of a new emperor, and the political 
ambitions of the Elector of Brandenburg combined in a 
rather sordid scheme. 7 Albrecht of Brandenburg, newly 
appointed Archbishop of Mainz, used the sale of 
indulgences to fmance his purchase of a papal dispensation 
so that, contrary to canon law, he could occupy three 
bishoprics. His primary salesman was an unscrupulous 
Dominican monk, Johann Tetzel. 
Tetzel was not allowed to peddle his wares in Electoral 
Saxony, but he came close enough to Wittenberg, where 
Luther was professor of Bible at the recently founded 
university, so that parishioners from St. Mary's, Wittenberg, 
where Luther was also one of the preachers and confessors, 
returned with indulgence documents which, they thought, 
gave them forgiveness for future as well as past sins. Luther 
denounced this outrageous distortion of the church's 
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traditional teaching on indulgence in an eloquent sermon 
early in 1517. Seven months later, on October 31, he posted 
95 Latin theses for debate in the academic community on the 
true teaching about repentance, confession, and forgiveness. 
The 95 Theses are not a declaration of independence. Luther 
proposed debate on them "out of love and zeal for the truth 
and the desire to bring it to light,. 118 Luther was a complex 
person, and we know more about his thoughts than we do 
about any other pre-modem historical figure.9 But his 
concern for "the truth" about Christian teaching, worship, 
and life is a constant throughout his long and stormy career. 
It was this concern for "the truth" which led him to challenge 
many developments in medieval doctrine and piety, 
especially if these developments seemed to be in conflict 
with what Luther believed to be the apostolic gospel. It was 
not long before Luther, in a 1519 debate with Johann Eck, 
one of his most severe critics, found himself asserting the 
primacy of the Bible over against the teaching authority of 
popes and councils. 
Luther did not claim, as did some of his reforming 
contemporaries, that only what is Biblical can be regarded as 
Christian. He had a healthy regard and appreciation for 
many developments in Christian history, for the creeds and 
dogmatic formulations of the ancient church, for music, 
hymnody, and liturgy, for the memory and example of the 
saints, for the sacramental power of the Eucharist, Baptism, 
Confession, and Ordination, for the visual arts and 
iconography of the church. 
But he did claim that these developments could not be 
uncritically accepted on the basis of the teaching authority of 
the popes and the councils. Only those developments which 
were not opposed to the gospel could be accepted. By the 
middle of the next decade serious reforms were introduced 
in the churches of various German principalities and cities, 
reforms which soon spread to other parts of Europe, largely 
because of Wittenberg University. 
Mass was celebrated in the vernacular language. The chalice 
was restored to the laity at communion. The prayers which 
made the Mass an offering to God instead of a gift from God 
were eliminated. Priests were allowed to marry. 
Monasteries and convents as places of cultivating superior 
virtues designed to placate God's wrath were dissolved and 
the monks and nuns were released from their vows. Legends 
about many saints and relics were subjected to critical 
scrutiny, and the piety which sought saving help from them 
was rejected. The practice of confession and penance was 
reformed. All of this was done in the name of the authority 
of the Bible versus the teaching authority of certain 
institutions in the church. 
By the end of the century and the beginning of what came to 
be known as the "Age of Orthodoxy" (I prefer the term 
"Scholasticism" to "Orthodoxy"), the authority of the Bible 
came to be regarded as foundational and essential to the 
intellectual defense of Protestantism. It was supported by 
the (non-Biblical) doctrine of the Bible's direct inspiration 
by God the Holy Spirit. Its divine origin was contrasted with 
all other sources of knowledge and information, which were 
said to be of human origin. Because the Bible was regarded 
to be of divine origin, its literal statements were held to be 
infallible, inerrant, on all matters about which it spoke. "No 
error, even in unimportant matters, no defect of memory, not 
to say untruth, can have any place in all the Holy 
Scriptures. "10 
The idea that Holy Scripture was inspired and inerrant was 
common ground for Lutherans, Roman Catholics, Calvinists, 
and Anabaptists. They argued over interpretation. All 
regarded the theological interpreters of Holy Scripture as 
having primacy on university faculties. Theology was 
"Queen of the Sciences," remembering that scientia is 
simply the Latin term for knowledge. But the claim that the 
Bible was inerrant in matters of history, geography, the 
natural sciences, languages, and indeed any area of learning 
was a claim waiting to be challenged. Making the claim led 
to the dissolution of the age of scholasticism and its 
replacement by the Enlightenment at the beginning of the 
18th century. 
I I I I I I I I I I I I I I!+++++++++++++++++++++++ 
Can the Lutheran tradition still carry on an argument 
about authority, especially the authority of the Bible? 
++I I I I I I I I I I I!++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
But "replacement" is too mild a term. The scholastic 
doctrine of the Bible was used by the theologians to mount 
fierce opposition to any new discoveries and learnings which 
seemed to disagree with Biblical information. The 
consequence was that almost all of the new disciplines in the 
natural sciences, the social sciences, and the humanities 
came into existence not in conversation with theology but in 
the militant determination to be liberated from the hegemony 
and obscurantism of theology. The universities founded 
after the Enlightenment often no longer had theological 
faculties. The Lutheran and Christian argument was no 
longer part of the human argument. Church related colleges 
and universities in the USA came to be suspect in their 
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learning if there was too much conversation with theology or 
in their theology if there was too much conversation with 
learning. 
Theology was discredited in terms of having anything to do 
with truth. This situation was exacerbated by the terrible 
religious wars of the 17th century. The "denomination" was 
born when in a society like the United States persons 
stopped murdering each other in the name of religion. 
Denominations came to recognize the more or less Christian 
character of each other. Religion became a matter of choice, 
preference, taste, rather than a matter of truth. 
Deconstructionism was the coup d'grace. Claims were to be 
evaluated in terms of perspective, not in terms of truth. 
Can the Lutheran tradition still carry on an argument about 
authority, especially the authority of the Bible? The very 
question evokes for academics visions of religious 
inquisitors, of censorship rather than academic freedom, of 
monologue rather than conversation. 
But the Lutheran tradition has within it resources for 
acknowledging a non-oppressive authority for the Bible. 
The Lutheran tradition asks the question about the authority 
of the Bible in terms of the Christian gospel. The 
relationship between Bible and gospel can be formulated as 
follows: Only the gospel gives the Bible its authentic 
authority, and only the Bible gives the church normative 
access to the gospel. The church's gospel is that Jesus of 
Nazareth is the Christ, the Messiah. He is disclosed to be 
such by his resurrection from the dead. Our access to this 
�vent in history comes through the documents which make 
the prophetic and apostolic Scriptures, the Bible. These 
ents are the norm or standard by which the 
thfulness, the authenticity, of the church's proclamation 
the gospel is judged. The church's truthful or authentic 
oclamation of the gospel in turn gives authority to the 
urch's Bible. 
e argument about the authority of the Bible is currently 
evident in the debate on matters of sexuality, especially 
question as to the church's position on the sexual 
ression of homosexuality. Many, perhaps most, 
therans think that the authority of the Bible is being 
Dde:rmi·n,ed or rejected if the ELCA ordains sexually active 
mosexuals or blesses the committed relationships of 
osexuals. Other Lutherans argue that the ELCA must 
iuuate or change its condemnation of homosexual sexual 
sion because of the gospel. There is no resolution of 
· s debate on the horizon. So the argument appropriately
IL The Lutheran Tradition is Catholic 
The term "catholic" is here intended to refer to two things: 
(1) the Lutheran tradition's commitment to the continuity of
the faith; and (2) the Lutheran tradition's commitment to the
creeds of the ancient church as the content of the faith. The
Lutheran tradition recognizes that we have received the faith
from our Christian ancestors, that we confess the faith with
and to our contemporaries, and that we have the
responsibility to transmit the faith to our children. Just this
continuity cannot be taken for granted in Protestant and
pluralist America. No one who knows the history of
Protestantism in America can doubt the fact that it has often
been actively hostile to the catholicity of the church. The
challenge to the Lutheran tradition in a context where it is a
minority is whether and how it preserves its commitment to
catholic continuity.
The Book of Concord of 15 80 contains the content of the 
catholic faith: the confessional documents to which the 
clergy, congregations, synods, and the ELCA are pledged by 
constitution and ordination. These are the Augsburg 
Confession of 1530, the Apology (or defense) of the 
Augsburg Confession of 1531, the Smalcald Articles and the 
Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope of 1537, 
Martin Luther's Large and Small Catechisms of 1529, and 
the Formula of Concord of 1577. The conclusion of the 
doctrinal section of the Augsburg Confession states: 
This is about the sum of our teaching. As can be seen, 
there is nothing here that departs from the &riptures or 
the catholic church or the church of Rome, in so far as the 
ancient church is known to us from its writers. Since this 
is so, those who insist that our teachers are to be regarded 
as heretics judge too harshly.11 
In point of fact, the opponents of the reform movement 
contested only a few of the doctrinal articles of the Augsburg 
Confession, and the Lutheran-Roman Catholic dialogues of 
the past 30 years are demonstrating that even these few 
differences can eventually be reconciled. 
Preceding these documents which grew out of the reform 
movement of the 16th century are the three ancient creeds, 
the Apostles' Creed, the Nicene Creed, and the Athanasian 
Creed. There has been no great argument about the creeds 
in the Lutheran tradition. There are, however, some very 
important Lutheran "twists" to the essential content of these 
creeds, that is, to the confession that Jesus is God and that 
God is the Holy Trinity, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. These 
Lutheran "twists" surfaced in the creative theological 
fennent of the 16th century, and they have resurfaced in the 
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last fifty years of this century. 
The medieval Christianity out of which the Lutheran reform 
movement emerged inherited an approach to the doctrine of 
God which can be traced back to Plato and Aristotle in 
Greek philosophy/theology and which received powerful 
expression in the writings of St. Anselm of Canterbury 
(1033-1109) and St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274). This 
approach held that God is a being distinguishable from the 
universe, and that God's existence can be rationally 
demonstrated or proven. 
Two proofs or arguments were advanced, the ontological 
(Plato/ Anselm) and the cosmological (Aristotle/ Aquinas). 
The ontological argument held that if God is the greatest 
thing that one can think, God must necessarily exist, for 
anything that exists is greater than anything that does not 
exist. The cosmological argument held that a creaturely 
phenomenon like effect and cause, when traced back to its 
ultimate source, must result in acknowledging the existence 
of a First Cause, that is, God. 
The critical philosophy of Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) 
ushered in modem secularity by demonstrating that these 
arguments cannot prove or demonstrate the existence of 
God. The existence of God cannot be regarded as 
knowledge, scientia, but is simply opinion. Secularity does 
not mean the end of religion or the end of belief in God's 
existence. It simply means that religion and the belief in the 
existence of God become options. Some persons are 
religious, some are not. Some believe in God's existence, 
others do not. What is more, the notion of true or false gods 
is irrelevant. Since the existence of God or gods is a matter 
of opinion, one opinion is as valid as another, as long as no 
one is threatened by the opinion. Edward Gibbon's 
description of the late antique world fits the modem world: 
The people thought all gods equally true; the philosophers 
thought them equally false; and the politicians thought them 
equally useful. 
Martin Luther provided the Lutheran tradition with an "end 
run" around the critique of Immanuel Kant by reformulating 
the question of God, and by doing so in ancient Jewish 
rather than ancient Greek terms. Luther does this in his 
commentary on the First Commandment, "You shall have no 
other gods," in the Large Catechism. There he writes: 
What is it to have a god? What is God? Answer: a god is 
that to which we look for all good and in which we find 
refage in every time of need. To have a god is nothing else 
than to trust and believe him with our whole heart. . . That 
to which your heart clings and entrusts itself is, I say, 
really your God. 
Luther here defines "god" as whatever drives us, animates 
us, functions as the center or focus of our existence. Since 
every human has such a focus, all are "religious." The 
question now arises as to whether our center or focus is 
authentic or inauthentic, that is, whether our "god" is true or 
false! 
Lutheran scholasticism did not exploit this move of Luther, 
and because it returned to the medieval theological strategies 
of Anselm and Aquinas it fell victim to Kant's critique. In 
the 20th century, however, Paul Tillich reintroduced the 
insight of Luther in his path-breaking book, The Dynamics 
of Faith. A "god" is an ultimate concern. "Faith" means 
having an ultimate concern. To regard something as 
ultimate which is not, in fact, ultimate (such as one's nation 
or race or family) is to have a false ultimate. Having a false 
ultimate is both idolatrous and destructive. 
I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I+++++++++++++++++++++++ 
The gospel starts with Jesus and thinks of God in 
terms of Jesus. Luther called this Christology "from 
below." 
I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I+++++++++++++++++++++++ 
Note once again the character of these insights of Luther, 
and ultimately Judaism, as revived by Tillich. The very 
meaning of the term "god" has to do, first of all, with 
whoever or whatever one regards as ultimate, final. When 
the validity of these insights are acknowledged it is possible 
to raise appropriately the question as to whether someone or 
something which is being regarded as ultimate is 
authentically or inauthentically ultimate, that is, whether one 
has a true or false "god." False "gods" have been evident in 
the destructive dynamics of uncritical patriotism, 
nationalism, racism, and sexism. These insights have 
influenced the thinking of culture critics as diverse as 
Theodore Roszak, The Making of a Counter Culture; Neil 
Postman, Technopoly, and Ernest Becker, The Denial of 
Death. Great plays like Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman 
and Lillian Hellman's The Little Foxes, and movies like The 
Pawnbroker disclose the destructive power of false "gods. "12 
These insights do not prove or demonstrate that there is a 
true "god." But they do help us to understand what 
Christian tradition means when it claims that Jesus is to be 
confessed as "God." Luther's insight into the meaning of 
"god" has had a profound effect on the way in which 20th 
century Lutheran theologians have understood the ancient 
church's confession that Jesus of Nazareth is an incarnate 
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person of the Holy Trinity, "God from God, Light from 
Light, true God from true God," as formulated by the Nicene 
Creed. The ancient church had formulated its confession in 
terms of the Hellenistic meaning of "God." "God" in 
Hellenistic terms 111eant a being totally outside of the 
physical universe whose primary characteristics were infinity 
and immortality.13 How then to think of Jesus, who was 
both finite and mortal? 
In order to make Christianity intelligible to the Greco­
Roman culture, theologians and apologetes thought they 
needed to use the Hellenistic term "Logos" (Word) as the 
primary title of Jesus instead of the Jewish "Christ" 
(Messiah). They concluded that the Logos was the Second 
Person of the Holy Trinity, infinite and immortal. Attention 
shifted from Jesus' resurrection to the incarnation of the 
Logos. Logic compelled them to confess that the infinite 
Logos became a finite human being, that Jesus is in some 
sense God. But to confess that Jesus is God was to affirm 
ontological nonsense: the finite is infinite; the mortal is 
immortal. In making such a confession the ancient dogma 
lost its connection with the gospel and became instead an 
item of Christian ideology. 
Martin Luther insisted that the creeds and dogmas of the 
ancient church have to do always and only with the gospel. 
But the gospel does not apply prior understandings of God 
to Jesus. The gospel starts with Jesus and thinks of God in 
terms of Jesus. Luther cal ed this Christology "from below," 
that is, thinking about Jesus as the Christ historically rather 
than philosophically. Contemporary theologians Werner 
Elert, Wolfhart Pannenberg, Jurgen Moltmann, Eberhard 
Jiingel, Gemard Forde, and Robert Jenson have retrieved the 
ancient dogma about the divinity of Jesus in a way which is 
both Jewish and apostolic.14 
We pay attention to Jesus at all because of his resurrection 
from the dead. The resurrection is intelligible only in terms 
of a Jewish understanding of God as moving history toward 
a final destiny: the full realization of the Messianic Age. In 
the resurrection of Jesus the outcome of history is disclosed. 
Jesus is revealed as Messiah, as final "judge." He, not death, 
will have the last word. This is the gospel, the good news, 
proclaimed by Jesus' disciples, by Christianity. Hence the 
earliest witnesses already give Jesus the highest titles, 
including the title "God" (e.g., Romans 9:5; Phil. 2:6). 
But "God" does not mean a being outside of the universe, 
infinite and immortal. "God" means whoever has the last 
word, whoever is fmal, authentically ultimate, whoever can 
make unconditional promises, that is, promises not 
conditioned by death. The resurrection reveals the identity 
of that "whoever:" Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ, the 
Messiah! This is the meaning and power of the confession 
that Jesus is God. 
If Jesus is revealed to be God in the resurrection, then the 
history of Jesus can also be said to be the history of God. 
Christian theology therefore should not make a priori 
statements about God, for example, that God is immortal, 
cannot die. Rather Christian theology should look at what 
happened in the history of Jesus and make statements about 
God on the basis of that history. Luther delighted in making 
such statements. God suckles at Mary's breasts. God dirties 
his diapers. And ultimately, God dies on the cross. An early 
17th century Lutheran Good Friday hymn says: "O sorrow 
dread! God himself is dead! On the cross he has died. "15 
Because Jesus determines what Christian theology can say 
about God, the suffering and death of Jesus on the cross 
supplies the basis and content for the Christian doctrine of 
the Holy Trinity. Greek theology developed the doctrine of 
the Holy Trinity on a speculative basis, namely the 
relationship of the Logos to the Father in eternity prior to 
and apart from the incarnation. Augustine, in the West, 
made the doctrine of the Trinity irrelevant to Christian life 
because he taught that the distinction of the persons is 
appropriate only to describe the inner life of the Trinity 
itself. The activity of God in relation to the world is 
"indivisible," without distinctions.16 
If Christian theology begins with the cross, however, then 
the doctrine of the Trinity is the way the church must 
confess God on the basis of the cross. In the cross suffering 
and death are taken into the being of God, and there they are 
overcome so that they do not have the last word. The cross 
and resurrection of Jesus are the basis for the church's 
proclamation of God as suffering and victorious love. The 
Trinity means that we are not abandoned in and to our 
suffering and death, that nothing can ever separate us from 
God's love (Romans 8:28-39). 
I I I I I I I I I I I I I I l++I I I I!++++++++++++++++ 
When justification by faith becomes one in a list of 
doctrines to be believed, it has lost its power. 
I I I I I I I I I I I I I I!+++++++++++++++++++++++ 
This also affects our understanding of the language used in 
the Trinitarian confession. The meaning of "Father" does 
not derive from our experience or expression of fatherhood. 
It derives from the cross. "Father" means the self-offered 
vulnerability and participation of the Creator of Life in the 
suffering and death of the creature. The "Father" of Jesus, 
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the Eternal Son, is about self-offering and vulnerability, not 
about patriarchy and oppression. 
III. The Lutheran Tradition is Evangelical
The evangelical dimension of Lutheranism has its focus in
the confession that justification is by faith. Martin Luther's
personal struggles as a monk involved the question of how
he could be certain of God's grace. The medieval
arrangements of confession and penance, monastic discipline
and pious works simply were of no help to his troubled
conscience. Sometime, probably in 1513, while giving his
first lectures on the Psalms in his new professorship at the
University of Wittenberg, Luther made the astonishing
discovery that God's grace is total and unconditional in
Christ, that grace alone, and not works, is to be trusted in life
and in death.
This all often seems irrelevant to modem persons. Paul 
Tillich observed (in The Courage to Be) that modem persons 
are concerned about the meaning of life, not the graciousness 
of God. When justification by faith becomes one in a list of 
doctrines to be believed, it has lost its power. It is evident 
that justification by faith has been seriously misunderstood 
when it is viewed as easy rather than rigorous discipleship 
(Yoder), as cheap rather than costly grace (Bonhoeffer). 
Robert Jenson and Gerhard Forde have placed justification 
by faith into a context that is both true to its origins in the 
life of Luther and capable of perjuring power. 1718 Luther's 
encounter with mortality both raised the ultimate question 
and drove him into the monastic life.19 Mortality confronts 
us with the most radical question: What justifies my 
existence? Whatever we are able to do in this life to answer 
or evade that question, our lives have consequences which 
we are often not able to control in this life, and which we 
have no ability to control once we are dead. Only one who 
is beyond deathis able to justify the existence of those who 
have death before them. 
All justification of existence is by faith. The only 
appropriate question is, by faith in what? The Christian 
proclamation is that Jesus, the crucified one, lives. Death no 
longer has dominion over him (Rom. 6:9). He alone can 
make the unconditional promise that death does not have the 
last word, that your life and every life is justified. Life is to 
be lived in trust of that promise. Justification by faith in 
Jesus means that, if death does not have the last word, then 
there is more to do with my life than to preserve and protect 
it. I am free to offer my life. 
IV. The Lutheran Tradition is Sacramental
The sacramentality of the Lutheran tradition means that
when the Word of God is proclaimed, when the Holy 
Eucharist is celebrated, when Holy Baptism is administered, 
God is doing something in and through the human action of 
saying words, eating bread and drinking wine, washing 
someone with water. At this point the Lutheran tradition is 
unmistakably catholic, that is, it is offensive to every 
tradition which is non- or anti-sacramental. 
When Samuel S. Schmucker ( 1799-1873), president and 
professor of Gettysburg Theological Seminary, proposed in 
1855 an American version of the Augsburg Confession 
intended to make Lutheranism more acceptable to Protestant 
America, he sought to revise or eliminate precisely the 
sacramental articles of the confession. His proposal was 
rejected.20 But the sacramental dimension of the Lutheran 
tradition continues to be threatened by the American 
revivalist tradition and its contemporary expression in the 
Church Growth Movement.21 
How are we to understand that God is doing something in 
the Word, the Eucharist, and Baptism? Only a brief 
response is possible. When the gospel is proclaimed, that 
Jesus the crucified one is risen, that Jesus is the Messiah, 
that the messianic age has come, a new reality occurs. Those 
who receive the proclamation in faith are set free from the 
illusion of the denial of death, free from the desperation of 
despair. God creates an authentic vision for the future. 
On the basis of his promise and the church's prayer Jesus, 
the Christ, comes to be present as the crucified and risen one 
in, with, and under the bread and wine of the Eucharist. He 
does not come from the past, evoked as a memory. He does 
not come from outside the physical world, wherever that 
might be, if at all. He comes from the future. He has not 
ascended to a different place in space, but to a different place 
in time. He has ascended to the final future of the 
consummated Reign of God. We are still at that point in 
time where the Reign of God has already begun but is not 
yet consummated. Hence Jesus is present as the power of 
the future. It is Jesus, embodied in history who comes as the 
self-offering one (his crucified body and shed blood) so that 
the community, shaped by the power of his offering, has the 
power to offer itself. 
I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I+++++++++++++++++++++++ 
We are to regard the world as good, as gift. It is gift 
and good in its finitude. 
I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I+++++++++++++++++++++++ 
Holy Baptism into the Triune Name is initiation into the 
Triune life of God. The power of death is displaced by the 
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Lordship of Jesus. We are set by the Triune God into the 
struggle between the power of death and Reign of God, a 
struggle which takes place within ourselves and as well as 
within the world. In Baptism we are grasped by the God 
who will not give up on us and who will not let us go. 
V. The Lutheran Tradition is World-Affirming
The sacramental dimension of the Lutheran tradition leads
directly to the Christian affirmation of the world. The
Christian doctrine of creation is the way we are free to look
upon the world, to regard the world, if indeed the gospel is
true. We are to regard the world as good, as gift. It is gift
and good in its finitude. God alone is God. The world is not
infinite, ultimate. Therefore it cannot be the source of
ultimate terror nor the object of ultimate value. It is to be
received, enjoyed, served as God's gift.
If the creation of the world is a vision of the world, that 
vision involves not only how the world is to be received but 
also how the world is to be treated. Humanity is called to 
stewardship of creation, a calling never more urgently 
necessary than in the face of the growing ecological 
challenge which confronts humanity. Christian prayer, 
according to Martin Luther's explanations in his Small 
Catechism, means asking how we hallow God's Name, serve 
God's Reign, do God's will, etc. This is expressed in the 
offertory prayer of the Lutheran Book of Worship. 
Blessed are you, 0 Lord our God, maker of all things. 
Through your goodness you have blessed us with these 
gifts. With them we offer ourselves to your service and 
dedicate our lives to the care and redemption of all that 
you have made, for the sake of him who gave himself for us. 
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